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CONDORCET. FROM NATURAL PHILOSOPHY TO SOCIAL MATHEMATICS. 
By Keith Michael Baker. Chicago (University of Chicago 
Press). 1975. 552 p. 
Reviewed by Maurice P. Crosland 
University of Kent at Canterbury CT2 7NR 
For anyone who likes to classify men as scientists or 
mathematicians as distinct from politicians, writers, etc., the 
Marquis de Condorcet must provide something of a problem. Not 
only was Condorcet a distinguished mathematician and, as secre- 
tary of the Paris Academic Royale des Sciences, at the very 
centre of French science in the 1770s and 178Os, but he was 
also a talented writer and an important figure in the political 
debates of the French Revolution. 
This is a very scholarly book. Those who favour the 
exhaustive personal biography may be a little disappointed with 
Keith Baker’s treatment of Condorcet; the author’s aim is to 
provide an intellectual biography. He takes infinite pains to 
set the scene, trying to “reconstruct Condorcet’s mental 
universe”. He thus devotes nearly twenty pages to a discussion 
of Hume’s philosophy, to provide a background for Condorcet’s 
thought. Yet he tends to take the formation of Condorcet’s 
mathematical thought for granted. And the major part played by 
mathematicians in the prestigious Academy of Sciences may only 
be inferred indirectly. Nor do we find mathematical equations 
either in the text or in the copious foot-notes. From this 
point of view therefore Professor Baker ignores the mathematical 
and institutional dimensions of his subject. 
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Yet the author is very much concerned with the relevance of 
mathematics to government both in the ancien regime and in the 
new society. For Condorcet the calculus of probabilities 
provided a means of evaluating the validity of individual 
opinions. The social choices of individuals were then to be 
rationalised and harmonised, a procedure less difficult in theory 
than in practice. 
There was a contrast between Condorcet’s view of progress 
on the model of eighteenth century science, and the actual 
progress of man and society. With hindsight we may judge 
Condorcet as naive. To have presented Condorcet and his views 
on progress in isolation from his mentor, Turgot, would have 
been unfortunate and Baker does not fail to describe the former’s 
indebtedness to the latter. (It is hardly the author’s fault 
if his honesty helps reduce the stature of his subject,) In 
any case, the book provides a reminder that the idea of social 
science, often traced back to Auguste Comte, should be taken 
back at least a further generation. 
Keith Baker has written a brilliant book which has some- 
thing to say to general historians, political theorists, his- 
torians of philosophy and finally historians of science and 
mathematics. The latter especially should look forward to the 
critical edition of Condorcetls Tableau historique du progr&s 
de l'esprit humain which Professor Baker hopes to work on, a 
prophetic book which can also be read as an early history of 
science. The author seems to accept Condorcet’s claim to repre- 
sent pure reason in contrast to the “prejudices” of his op- 
ponents, although in the late twentieth century the claim seems 
a little far-fetched. If Condorcet’s stature as a mathematician 
hardly compares with D’Alembert, Lagrange or Laplace, at least 
we have a well-documented portrait of a mathematician engag6. 
NOTICE SUR LES TRAVAUX SCIENTIFIQUES, SUIVI DE LE PARALLELISME 
ABSOLU ET LA THfORIE UNITAIRE DU CHAMP. By .6lie Cartan. 
Paris (Gauthier-Villars). 1974. Collection “Discours 
de la MBthode”. 128 p. 
Reviewed by Hans Freudenthal 
Rijksuniversiteit Utrecht, The Netherlands 
The booklet consists of (i) a list of Cartan’s publications 
reprinted from his Oeuvres Compl&tes, (ii) the reprint of a 
now obsolete analysis of his work made by himself in 1931, and 
(iii) the reprint of an obsolete general information paper of 
1932. Cartan would certainly have deserved a more congenial 
appreciation of his work. 
